Abstract: After the 1979 revolution, Europe's policy of engaging Iran differed from the American approach. The circumstances changed in 2002, when the international community learnt about the undeclared nuclear sites at Arak and Natanz, as well as the scale of the Iranian nuclear program. The situation became even more complex when Mahmoud Ahmadinejad came to power in 2005. From that moment on, the European Union has changed its attitude toward Iran. Moreover, after Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had been re-elected under controversial circumstances in 2009, the EU intensified sanctions against Iran, even in such cases when they were divergent from member states' interests.
Introduction

T
he bilateral relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the European Union are complex and highly specific. Their analysis has to be based on the fact that Iran is a unitary state, while the EU is a political and economic union of 27 states. As regards the framework for their bilateral relations in the post-Cold War era, one could observe the transformation of the EU foreign policy from a 'Critical Dialogue' to 'Comprehensive Dialogue' at the turn of the century. Undoubtedly, this process made quite an impact on the current state of affairs.
This article is dedicated to the current state of EU-Iran relations after 2015, namely after the signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action -JCPOA. The agreement was signed in Vienna by representatives of the P5+1 group, namely the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council and Germany, as well as by negotiators representing Iran and the European Union. On the basis of this deal, Iran agreed for the reduction of all installed centrifuges by two-thirds and its stockpile of low-enriched uranium, as well as the reintroduction of the EU and US sanctions unless it meets the requirements and the redesign of the Arak heavy-water reactor so that it cannot produce weapons grade plutonium (Kaya, Sartepe, 2015 , p. 5).
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Has the signing of the JCPOA had any impact on Iran-EU political relations as far as non-nuclear related issues are concerned? In order to answer this question one has to compare situations prior to and following the signing of the JCPOA. The chosen period covers Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Hassan Rouhani's presidencies, namely between 2005 and 2017. Selected political aspects were taken into consideration, including nuclear proliferation related issues, attitudes toward changes in the Arab world, regional conflicts, especially in Syria and Yemen, combating the so-called Islamic State, humanitarian aid to undocumented Afghan refugees, as well as civil liberties and human rights violations in Iran. The analysis is based on primary sources, monographs, academic articles, and reports.
The Framework for Bilateral Cooperation: From 'Critical Dialogue' to 'Comprehensive Dialogue'
The end of the Cold War and the death of Ayatollah Khomeini determined the position of Iran on the international stage in the 1990s. Internal as well as external changes opened the door to the significant revision of Iranian foreign policy objectives. Shireen T. Hunter points out that, since the establishment of the European Union, its relations with Iran "have been mostly conducted within the EU framework and in the context of, first, the critical dialogue and, later, the comprehensive dialogue" (Hunter, 2010, p. 84) .
Soon after its establishment in 1992, the EU introduced critical dialogue, namely a common and new approach to Iran. The main aim of the critical dialogue was to acknowledge American concerns in principle, and at the same time improve relations with Iran. Representatives of EU institutions assumed that engagement would encourage Iran to moderate its policies. In practice, however, such an approach appeared to be more effective in case of trade and economic cooperation rather than in the case of Iran's policies on the Middle East peace process, or on human rights violations (Moshaver, 2003, p. 294) . The way to comprehensive dialogue between the EU and Iran was opened when Mohammad Khatami became the Iranian president in 1997. The new president tried to improve relations with European partners. This rapprochement was necessary after the assassinations in Paris and Berlin.
1 The European Union tried to strengthen Khatami and the moderate reformists around him in return (Rieffer-Flanagan, 2013, p. 155) .
The US-led war in Iraq, and the disagreement between some EU member states, especially Germany and France, and the United States created a new situation. According to Anoushiravan Ehteshami, "both Iran and the European Union had much to gain from putting the EU's constructive engagement dialogue with Tehran. Iran could try to engage Europe against the United States; the European Union could claim to be taking direct and effective action to bring Iran into line on the nuclear and other issues without the need or threat of use of force" (Ehteshami, 2014, p. 278 ). Yet everything changed when the international community learnt about the scale of the Iranian nuclear project. In June 2003, the IAEA Board of Governors expressed concern about Iran's failures and lack of cooperation with the agency. The actions taken by the Iranian government attracted a lot of criticism, especially as some experts feared that Iran might have acquired nuclear weapons. The situation became even more complex when Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was elected president of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 2005.
EU-Iran Relations in the Pre-JCPOA Period
One of the most important factors shaping EU-Iran relations at the very beginning of the 21 st century was the Iranian nuclear program. This project resulted in tense relations and led to international sanctions. The European Union's representatives became very concerned. Some EU member states decided to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. Following the IAEA Board of Governors statement, France, Germany and the UK decided to initiate a joint action. Their ministers of foreign affairs formed a diplomatic group, which is often referred to as EU-3 (Iran's Strategic, 2005, p. 17-18 ). This group attempted to limit the Iranian nuclear program. It was enlarged in 2006, when China, Russia, and the United States joined EU-3. Then some politicians and journalists coined a new name, namely EU3+3. Most analysts, however, used another name -the P5+1 group.
The situation became even more complex when Mahmoud Ahmadinejad won the presidential elections in 2005. His predecessor, Khatami, was perceived as a reformist, and a leader that could have changed Iran's relations with the West. The victory of Ahmadinejad, however, shattered that prospect. Furthermore, the European engagement with Iran in order to mitigate its radical behavior seemed to have failed as well (Drenou, 2008, p. 83) . According to Walter Posch, Ahmadinejad's "inflammatory remarks on Israel and denial of the Holocaust, which are particularly sensitive issues in Europe, poisoned the diplomatic climate. They also destroyed the inroads achieved during the Khatami presidency" (Posch, 2010, p. 191 ).
Ahmadinejad's harsh rhetoric and anti-Western comments resulted in a loss of confidence that Iran's intentions were to use its nuclear program exclusively for peaceful purposes. As Shahram Akbarzadeh and Dara Conduit put it, "President Ahmadinejad's provocative style had brought Iran to the brink of catastrophe. On more than one occasion, Washington or Tel Aviv threatened military intervention, while economic sanctions and fiscal mismanagement wreaked havoc on the oil-rich Iranian economy" (Akbarzadeh, Conduit, 2016, p. 2) . EU member states, as well as EU institutions, were also alarmed at reports informing about the progress of the work of Iranian scientists. Because there were increasing doubts as to the peaceful nature of the nuclear program, the United Kingdom and France proposed to implement a full embargo on oil at the end of 2011.
EU-Iran relations further deteriorated when the European Union imposed economic sanctions on Iran in 2012 (Council regulation, 2012 . The EU banned member states from importing oil, and introduced new financial sanctions which in practice excluded Iran from the global financial system (Juneau, 2013, p. 28) . This way, European institutions intended to exert pressure on the Iranian government and force it to abandon its PP 2 '18 nuclear program, or at least agree to more detailed controls. The only hesitation centered on the lack of sufficient oil supplies. Yet the situation changed when Saudi Arabia declared that it would seek to make up the difference, and this statement triggered the European action (Cordesman, Gold, Coughlin-Schulte, 2014, p. 45) . Maaike Warnaar underlines the fact that as Western pressure on Iran persisted, relations with important economic partners were made increasingly difficult and Iranians felt the effect of international sanctions (Warnaar, 2013, p. 134-135) .
Yet the problem was that even when the EU introduced those extensive sanctions, its approach toward Iran was still softer than the American one. According to Shahriar Sabet-Saeidi, the European Union always takes a softer position towards Iran than the United States on controversial issues. The main reason is Europe needs Iran's help to secure its interests in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as in the Middle East (Sabet-Saeidi, 2011, p. 65) . And this constructive European attitude resulted in, for example, the first diplomatic success in Geneva in 2013.
Another factor was related to the political changes in the Arab world after 2011. This process represented a serious challenge to the European Union and Iran. Both sides welcomed the political changes in the Middle East region after 2011, yet for different reasons. Europeans tried to respond to these changes by protecting their interests in the framework of the well-established Euro-Mediterranean relations and the European Neighborhood Policy. For this reason the first EU reactions did not support progressive changes in the region (Bicchi, 2014, p. 435; Fioramonti, 2012, p. 29) . According to Tobias Schumacher, this strategy endangered trust in the EU as a crisis manager and a potential promoter of democracy. The EU's 'informational diffusion' was thus replaced by 'informational confusion'. European indecision was characterized by "the predominance of uncoordinated intergovernmental action over collective efforts which continued to generate friction" (Schumacher, 2015, p. 563) .
At the same time, Iran aimed at strengthening its regional role. In the opinion of Morgane Colleau, "Iran's history of great civilization and its cultural legacy have produced long-standing national perceptions of a legitimate and key role to play in the regional environment" (Colleau, 2017, p. 89) . The main problem was, however, a dual foreign policy. While Supreme Leader Ali Khamanei perceived changes in the Arab world as being inspired by the Iranian revolution, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was convinced that the so-called Arab Spring derived from an American-Israeli conspiracy. Its main aim was to create divisions within the Islamic world. According to Amir Mohammad HajiYousefi, "the consequence of the first perception is the widespread support of people's political struggles in the region, establishment and development of relations at a societal level, whereas the second perception has resulted in a strengthening of ties between Tehran and the states in the region so as to prevent the instability and division of these states" (Haji-Yousefi, 2012, p. 23) . From the EU's point of view, both perceptions were unacceptable.
Despite these tensions and political differences, the EU continued to fund humanitarian projects targeting Afghan refugees in Iran. This support was initiated in 1997. Its primary aim is to help refugees, while the secondary aim is to prevent Afghan refugees from making the move to Europe. The EU offers assistance to people who seek safety from pervasive insecurity, because the Iranian government has so far deported thousands of Afghan refugees. There were more than 200,000 Afghans in 2007 alone (Stanzel, 2016) . Obviously, the more projects financed on the spot, the bigger chance that they would stay in Iran instead of moving onward to the EU.
In the pre-JCPOA period the European Union was very critical of respect for civil liberties and human rights in Iran. The best example was the EU's reaction to the controversial re-election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and the oppression of participants in the Green Movement's protests in 2009. Two years later the EU adopted restrictive measures related to human rights violations in Iran. The most important measures were related to the asset freeze and visa bans for individuals who from the EU's point of view were responsible for such violations. In addition, European countries agreed that they will not allow any EU company to export to Iran any "equipment which might be used for internal repression and equipment for monitoring telecommunications" (Measures responding, 2017).
The best opportunity for improving bilateral relations appeared when Hassan Rouhani won the presidential elections and came to power in 2013. Javad Zarif, the newly appointed minister of foreign affairs, openly said that the president intended, among others, to improve relations with the West, including European partners. In his article entitled What Iran Really Wants: Iranian Foreign Policy in the Rouhani Era, Javad Zarif declared: "Iran will also engage with European countries and other Western states with the goal of reinvigorating and further expanding relations. This normalization process must be based on the principles of mutual respect and mutual interest, and it must address issues of legitimate concern to both sides" (Zarif, 2014, p. 10) .
President Rouhani and his aides resumed negotiations and gave new impetus to the talks with the P5+1 group. The first step towards normalization of bilateral relations took place with formal adoption of the Joint Plan of Action in Geneva in 2013 (Joint, 2013). The JPA was in line with Iranian interests, especially as far as EU-Iran bilateral trade was concerned. Although the EU decided not to lift its sanctions imposed on Iran in 2012, trade turnover increased by 68 percent in 2014 alone (Entessar, Afrasiabi, 2015, p. 169) .
Finally, the new approach of Iranian diplomacy resulted in the signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, which took place in Vienna on July 14, 2015.
2 In comparison with the previous ten years, the deal was a political milestone in Iran's relations with the West in general, and in particular with the EU.
The Post-JCPOA Period: Political Aspects
Within the framework of the JCPOA, Iran committed to: reduce its stockpile of low-enriched uranium by 98 percent; -put more than two thirds of its centrifuges in storage; -modernize the Arak heavy water reactor; -stop enriching uranium at the Fordow facility for 15 years; -agree to multilayered supervision of its entire nuclear infrastructure by the IAEA - (Joint, 2015) .
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Iran complied with the JCPOA obligations, and therefore the implementation of sanctions relief began faster than expected. Although there were some problems and concerns related to the ballistic missile program, the European Union and its member states waited for the definitive opinion of the International Atomic Energy Agency (Axworthy, 2017, p. 173 ). On January 16, 2016, the IAEA announced that Iran had met the fundamental conditions envisaged in the JCPOA (Verification, 2016). On January 22, the Council decided to lift the nuclear-related sanctions (Council Implementing, 2016) . That day is often referred to as 'Implementation Day'. Some restrictions remained in place, for instance, the arms embargo and missile technology sanctions. In addition, some persons and entities remained subject to the asset freeze and visa ban (Information Note, 2016) .
There are three main objectives of EU-Iran relations in the post-JCPOA period, namely:
the full implementation of the main provisions of the accord; -increased cooperation in areas of mutual interest; -promotion of regional peace, security, stability, and peaceful settlement of regional -conflicts (Iran and the EU, 2016) . The JCPOA opened the door to political dialogue as well as new investments and a further increase in trade turnover. On the basis of the joint statement of the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica Mogherini and Javad Zarif of April 2016, the EU is likely to improve banking cooperation, plan some investments under the umbrella of the European Investment Bank, cooperate in a variety of sectors, and build on expertise in the field of SMEs. The EU also supports Iran's membership of the World Trade Organization, and its further integration into the world economy.
The post-JCPOA situation, nevertheless, has become much more complex and unpredictable since Donald Trump won the US presidential elections in November 2016. Even as a candidate, he often criticized the Obama administration for the deal with Iran. For instance, during a speech addressed to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee -AIPAC of March 2016, Donald Trump said as follows: "My number-one priority is to dismantle the disastrous deal with Iran. And let me tell you, this deal is catastrophic for America, for Israel and for the whole of the Middle East. The problem here is fundamental. We've rewarded the world's leading state sponsor of terror with $150 billion, and we received absolutely nothing in return. They can keep the terms and still get the bomb by simply running out the clock. And of course, they'll keep the billions and billions of dollars that we so stupidly and foolishly gave them" (Trump, 2016) .
European institutions do not see any need for an introduction of new non-nuclear sanctions, as suggested by some members of President Donald Trump's entourage. Nevertheless, while the European powers do not support new sanctions against Iran, they are closely watching Iran's role in the region. Regional order, peace and stability in the Middle East remain significant, especially to key member states like France, Italy, and Germany. If Iran or its proxies cross any red line; for instance, any direct engagement in the Yemeni conflict, or any hostile actions against Arab states in the Persian Gulf, Brussels may be open to the Trump administration's suggestions. Yet everything indicates that the EU would rather focus on cooperating with Iran, especially on such issues as trade, combating terrorism, and the refugee crisis.
The European Union has not reacted to any of the warnings coming from President Donald Trump, at least for the moment. For instance, on January 12, 2018 the US president declared: "Today, I am waiving the application of certain nuclear sanctions, but only in order to secure our European allies' agreement to fix the terrible flaws of the Iran nuclear deal. This is the last chance. In the absence of such an agreement, the United States will not again waive sanctions in order to stay in the Iran nuclear deal. And if at any time I judge that such an agreement is not within reach, I will withdraw from the deal immediately" (Trump, 2016) . He presented his opinion the day after an EU/E3 and Iran meeting on January 11, 2018, when Federica Mogherini had made the following statement: "While we have expressed concerns related to other issues, such as development of ballistic missiles and increasing tensions in the region, these issues are outside the scope of the nuclear agreement and are and will be addressed in the relevant formats and fora. The deal is working; it is delivering on its main goal, which means keeping the Iranian nuclear program in check and under close surveillance. The European Union remains committed to support the full and effective implementation of the agreement, including to make sure that the lifting of nuclear related sanctions has a positive impact on trade and economic relations with Iran, including benefits for the Iranian people" (Mogherini, 2018) . Her statement, no doubt, is underpinned by the facts. Since the JCPOA was finalized, a large number of European delegations have paid official visits to Tehran. What is more, European countries support Iran's ambitions to accede to the World Trade Organization, although the United States opposes this initiative (Katzman, 2017, p. 51) , and EU imports from Iran increased 334.8 percent and exports by 27.8 percent in 2016 alone (Iran, 2017) .
As regards the process of political changes in the Arab world after 2011, Iran's position, as well as political and military involvement in the ongoing Syrian conflict is in line neither with the EU's expectations, nor the interests of its member states. While the Iranian government still supports Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, the European Union demands his surrender and will not accept any political role for him in post-war Syria.
The same applies to the ongoing conflict in Yemen. In this particular case, the conflict gained momentum in spring 2015, when the Saudi Arabian-led intervention began, so it is impossible to compare the EU and Iran's positions prior to and after the signing of JCPOA. Nevertheless, one can notice some important differences as far as their current stances are concerned.
The rise of the so-called Islamic State brought Iran and the European Union's shared interests into sharper focus. After 2014, it became clear that it would be almost impossible to defeat this terrorist organization without Iranian ground forces and Iran backed militias, especially in Iraq. Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei condemned the terrorist attacks in France and addressed young people in Europe and the United States in November 2015. This way Iran confirmed its anti-IS stance and the existence of convergent interests in the Middle East and beyond the region. Yet, at the same time, the supreme leader criticized the West: "Alongside this direct support, the palpable and known supporters of Takfiri terrorism, despite having the most primitive political establishments, have always been among the allies of the West, and that is while the most progressive and the clearest thoughts born out of dynamic democracies in the region have been ruthlessly suppressed. The West's double-standards vis-à-vis the movement of awakening in the Muslim world is a telling example of contradiction in the Western policies" (Khamenei, 2015) .
In the post-JCPOA period the European Union continues to give humanitarian assistance to Iran. In 2017, the European Commission allocated 10 million euro to Afghan refugees, especially to integrate their children into the Iranian education system (European, 2018) . Another 5 million euro will be transferred to Iran in 2018 (Humanitarian Aid, 2018 .
Although the EU decided to lift nuclear-related sanctions against Iran after the signing of the JCPOA, it still extends sanctions responding to serious human rights violations. On April 11, 2017, the Council of the EU decided to extend the measures put in place in 2011 until April 13, 2018. At present these sanctions include a travel ban and an asset freeze against 82 people, as well as a ban on exports of equipment which might be used for internal repression (Council extends, 2017) . Despite this, however, some analysts and politicians criticized the EU's weak response to the latest wave of antigovernment protests in January 2018 (Snell, 2018; Erlanger, 2018; Vaez, 2018) . Did the EU compromise on them in order to avoid bilateral tensions with Iran? For the moment everything indicates that the European Union adopted a strategy of 'wait and see'. Although EU institutions are monitoring the current developments and extending sanctions related to human rights violations, they do not intend to provoke the Iranian side with no apparent reason. Of course, European states may seek other reasons to put pressure on Iran. For instance, in January 2018, German diplomacy considered the introduction of new sanctions in order to support the US administration's point of view and in response to the Iranian missile program as well as meddling in the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East region (European countries, 2018) . Yet, at least for the moment, everything indicates that the EU is satisfied with provisions of the JCPOA deal, the process of its implementation as well as the first tangible results.
Conclusion
The signing and implementation of the JCPOA improved political relations between the European Union and Iran. It seems that the deal increased mutual confidence not only in case of nuclear-related aspects, but also in case of non-nuclear issues. Although there are still some divergent aspects like their attitudes toward changes in the Arab world or human rights violations in Iran, one can say that the signing of the JCPOA has had a moderate impact on EU-Iran political relations since 2015. Both the EU and Iran have developed bilateral cooperation on diplomatic contacts, the EU's assistance to undocumented Afghan refugees, further implementation of the JCPOA's provisions, Iran's membership of the WTO, and trade.
Nothing indicates, at least for the moment, that the EU might change its general approach towards Iran. Europeans do not intend to renegotiate or amend the deal, as suggested by US President Donald Trump. Yet the situation might change if Iran crossed any red line, for instance, in the case of the ballistic missiles program, serious human rights violations or engagement in any new conflict in the Middle East. The initiative of German diplomacy of January 2018 is the best proof that Iranians should not be absolutely certain that the EU will never change its position on the JCPOA. For the time being, trade and potential investments seem to be driving bilateral relations, but Europeans may change their mind once their companies begin losing tenders or contracts. President Rouhani and Javad Zarif seem to understand that, and that is the reason why they are paying attention to constructive and fruitful relations with the EU. They also know that Iran stands to gain, as long as there is a difference of positions between the EU and the United States.
